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ON A NEPHRITE STATUETTE FROM SAN ANDRES 
TUXTLA, VERA CRUZ, MEXICO 

By W. H. holmes 

In June, 1902, a correspondent residing in the city of Orizaba, 
Mexico, announced, in the following note, the discovery of an archeo- 
logical object of much apparent interest : 

Dear Sir : 

I send you herewith two photographs of a jade idol which was dug up by 
the plow in the district of San Andres Tuxtla on the Gulf coast of Mexico, 
about 100 miles southeast of Veracruz. I have had it photographed on account 
of its material and of the hieroglyphics in the hope that both may be of some 
archeological value. I believe that jade is not found in this country, so that 
the material and the design and possibly the hieroglyphics would seem to be 
points in favor of the theory of an Oriental origin for some of the inhabitants 
of ancient Mexico. 

Yours very truly, 

Alfred Bishop Mason. 

Nothing further transpired regarding the specimen until July, 
1903, when a letter was received from New York referring to what 
appeared from the description to be the same or a closely similar 
specimen. The letter is as follows : 

Dear Sir : 

During my recent trip to Mexico, a friend of mine in Orizaba, Mexico, 
showed me an old — as he believes — Aztec idol. It is about 6^^^ high 
and 4^^ wide, and seems to represent the head and face of a priest with hiero- 
glyphics cut into the sides and back of the cassock with which the figure is 
covered from the shoulders down. The idol is cut out of jade (serpentine, as 
they call it in Mexico), and was found by one of the farm hands while plow- 
ing. If this should be of interest to you for the purpose of deciphering the 
hieroglyphics or to acquire it for the collection in the Smithsonian Institution, 
please advise me and I will take pleasure in sending it to you by express. 

Yours respectfully, 

R. E. Ulbricht. 

A little later the specimen was forwarded to the writer for ex- 
amination. It proved to be a nephrite carving of exceptional 
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character and interest, and after a brief correspondence carried on 
with a view of verifying the story of its discovery, it was acquired 
for the National collection. 

The carving which is shown in four views in the accompanying 
plates is more or less conical in shape, 6 ^ inches in height and 3 ^ 
inches in greatest diameter at the base. The upper part represents 
a human head with somewhat pointed crown, and with features well 
defined but primitive in treatment. The lower part of the face is 
masked with the beak of a bird, suggesting that of a duck or other 
water-fowl, carved in relief and extending like a beard down over 
the chest ; while covering the cheeks and passing half-way down 
the sides of the beak are two mustache-like devices in low relief. 
The idea of the bird suggested by the beak is further carried out 
by wings covering the sides of the figure, the lower margins of 
which are engraved with alternating lines and rectangles to repre- 
sent feathers. Beneath the wings in incised outline are the legs and 
feet of the bird. 

The most remarkable feature of the specimen, however, is the 
series of glyphic inscriptions engraved on the surface — front, sides, 
and back — as shown in the accompanying outlines, plates xxxiv, 
XXXVI, XXXVIII, and xl. Although resembling closely in general 
form the glyphic characters of the ancient Maya of Yucatan, these 
glyphs, with a few exceptions, are quite unlike them, ahd at the 
same time are distinct from those of other middle American centers 
of culture. 

The first question raised on viewing this unique specimen relates 
to its authenticity as a work of the ancient Mexicans, and every 
possible effort has been made to learn more of its history, but with- 
out avail. We are thus compelled, save so far as the statement of 
Mr Mason can be taken as authoritative, to rely on the evidence 
furnished by the specimen itself, which, it may be noted, presents 
no features suggesting serious doubt of its genuineness. The manu- 
facture of spurious antiquities of late years in Mexico has, however, 
developed into quite an industry, and great skill is sometimes shown 
in copying and imitating ancient work. For this reason relics of 
apparent scientific value not having satisfactory pedigrees must be 
subjected to every available test, and this publication has been 
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delayed in order that this specimen might be scrutinized by such 
of our archeologists as are versed in the antiquities and glyphic 
writing of Mexico. 

Drawings of the glyphs were submitted to Dr Cyrus Thomas, 
one of our foremost students of American glyphic writing, who fur- 
nished the following note : 

The glyphs shown in the figures referred to me may be assigned, I 
think without doubt, to the Mayan culture, but of that type which appears 
to be of the cursive, possibly demotic, class. For comparison I would 
refer you to Brin ton's paper entitled ''The Books of Chilan Balam,'* and 
to the so-called Leyden Stone. Similar characters are seen in one of 
Maudslay's photographs of Chichen Itza inscriptions, and in a figure in 
Brin ton's " Primer of Hieroglyphics/' 

Mr C. C. Willoughby, one of our most painstaking and skilful 
students of American antiquities, to whom the specimen was referred, 
has favored me with the following statement of correspondences ob- 
served between these glyphs and those of the Mayan codices : 

I have gone carefully over the drawings of the hieroglyphs upon the 
Vera Cruz stone. Omitting the numerals, I think there are at least eleven 
characters which also occur in modified forms in the codices, as follows : 







This {a) is probably the Sun God (God G) of Schellhas. He is 
distinguished by the flowing beard and the large nose ornament. His 
Mexican counterpart, Quetzalcoatl, is also bearded. Drawings of two 
heads of God G from the Dresden Codex are given {b^ c), and one of 
Quetzalcoatl {d) for comparison. 



«^ ■: »:i5 mo 




^ f g h 

Winged Sun Symbol (^) : This sign appearing above the head of the 
Sun God upon the stone is especially noteworthy, as the sun sign Kin forms 
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the chief factor in God G's hieroglyph in the codices. The three other 
winged sun -symbols shown (/, g^ h) are from Troano-Cortesian Codex 
109-10 (III, IV) and Dresden Codex 15, 57. 

The main element of the hieroglyph of the God- 
f^d\ dess with the Features of an Old Woman (Goddess O) 
of Schellhas, distinguished by the corkscrew curl and 
i j the ** wrinkles of age about the eyes." (7, Dresden 

Codex 2 et seq. ) 

Hieroglyphs resembling a caterpillar : In the codices the head is 

shown both in profile and turned on one 
side. Variants of the superfix are given 
in the examples from the manuscripts (w, 
n, 0). (Dresden Codex 62, Peresian 
Codex 18.) Two of three variants {k, 
fe!^?z^ /), somewhat modified, appear upon the 
stone. The U-shaped affixes are used in 
various positions in this carving and also 
In the latter they sometimes surround a hieroglyph. 

The human hand holding a fruit-like object. The 
hand is reversed on the stone (/>). (^, Dresden 

Codex 23.) 

i> ^ 

A compound hieroglyph, two elements of which may be equivalent to 
the common form s. This character (^) occurs twice 
in Peresian Codex (11. 12) with the following pre- 




in the codices. 




fix 



f' 



in addition. 



CD B 



This (/) may be equivalent to u^ which is found 
in all the Mayan codices and is used generally with an 
affix. (Troano-Cortesian Codex 38 XIX.) 

The day sign Muluk. Probably thus used on the 
stone as it is followed by the numeral 8. 




Flint knife, often used as an affix. 
/••"•"^ A common affix and sometimes used alone. 
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There are several others which may be variants of glyphs in the 
codices, but the resemblances are not so close as in the examples cited. 
Technically the execution of the characters upon the Vera Cruz stone is 
very inferior. It seems to me however that they are undoubtedly Mayan. 

Drawings of the glyphs were forwarded to Mr Charles P. Bow- 
ditch, who is a prominent student of our native writing, and the 
following statement was kindly furnished by him : 

I have made careful researches regarding these glyphs and have com- 
pared them with a card catalogue (which I have had made for my own 
use) of all the glyphs contained in the three known Maya manuscripts. 
The result is the same as I should have reached if I had trusted to my 
memory alone, for I can not find any real likeness between the two kinds 
of glyphs. There is one glyph on the stone — that on the right shoulder 
of the full-faced drawing — which suggests the day Kan, but this like- 
ness is by no means striking. 

Neither do the glyphs recall to me those of the inscriptions found 
in the state of Chiapas and in Guatemala and Honduras. Nor is there 
much similarity between the glyphs on the stone and those found on the 
nephrite slab of Leyden. The glyphs are much squarer than those of 
any of the manuscripts or inscriptions alluded to above. Indeed, in 
their general form they are more like the day signs of the Books of Chilan 
Balam, published in pamphlet form by Dr Brinton many years ago. 

The initial dates of the inscriptions are designated by glyphs de- 
noting periods of 144,000 days (cycle, so-called), 7,200 days (katun), 
360 days (tun), 20 days (uinal), i day (kin), and with these are num- 
bers, denoted by heads or by dots and lines, which show how many of 
these periods are to be taken. Nearly all the inscription dates have the 
number 9 attached to the cycle sign. In the manuscripts the dates or 
long numbers are denoted merely by lines and dots, the relative positions 
of these, one above the other, giving the different values to them. The 
set of dots and lines upon the full-faced drawing recalls the large numbers 
of the Dresden Codex. 

The cycle number probably appears thus ^^^ It would seem as 
if the left hand dot of the 3 did not have a relation to the line below, 
since it is out of line with the other dots, and the position of the two 
right-hand dots would seem to show that there should be two other dots 
on the left. Inspection would show whether there had been a scaling of 
the stone here. If the other two dots belong here, we should have 9 
cycles — a number which appears in the very large majority of Initial 
Series. I do not think that the katun number is 6. It would seem from 
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the photograph as if the darker dot on the right was a part of this number, 
and that the dot, which would be used in making the katun number 6 
does not belong to the line below. Below this katun number are a variety 
of dots, but I think your decision as to the tun number is probably right 
and that this number is 2. The uinal number is probably 4 and the kin 
number is 17. What the perpendicular day number at the bottom is, I 
am a little in doubt. It may very well be 8 or possibly 7, or again all 
the dots on the left may be part of the curved line of dots and may not 
relate to the upright line ; in this case, the day number would be 5. 

In favor of your interpretation, it is true that the long number 8. 
6. 2. 4. 17 brings us to the date 8 Caban o Kankin, and this agrees with 
the day number, if we consider that as 8. I doubt, however, whether 
the inscription is clear enough to make it possible, in the absence of the 
month glyph, to determine with certainty what this date is, or, indeed, 
whether it takes the place of an Initial Series in the inscriptions. 

Photographs of the statuette, together with drawings of the 
glyphs, were placed in the hands of Mr Sylvanus G. Morley of 
Cambridge, and he has placed the following well-considered obser- 
vations at my disposal : 

One striking feature of Maya chronology is that almost all of those 
dates which it seems possible to regard as actually historical and not 
merely traditional or mythological, fall in the loth cycle after the normal 
date 4 Ahau 8 Cumhu, or after 9 cycles had elapsed, and in the progress 
of the loth. In this loth cycle apparently the hieroglyphic system, as 
developed at Palenque, Yaxchilan, Piedras Negras, Quirigua, Copan, and 
other points in southern Chiapas and Guatemala, had already reached a 
highly conventionalized form. 

The beginnings of this system, however, have never as yet been 
found ; but that there must have been less elaborate forms, showing the 
course of development through which the glyphs had passed to reach the 
highly conventionalized state to which they had attained in their loth 
cycle, and as we now find them, seems to be beyond question. Such a 
system could not have sprung into existence fully formed. Its very com- 
plexity precludes the possibility. A long period of time was necessary 
for such intricate forms to have been evolved. 

For this reason the statuette under discussion is of particular inter- 
est ; for if I read this Initial Series aright it falls in the 9th cycle, or after 
8 complete cycles had elapsed from the normal date. The date of this 
statuette then becomes the earliest historical date we have ; if we eliminate 
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the Initial Series of Palenque in the 2d cycle, and the Initial Series of 
the east side of Stela C at Quirigua, which opens with the normal date. 
Both of these, however, are probably of traditional, if indeed not mytho- 
logical connection, carrying time backward 3,200 years prior to the loth 
cycle in which most of the dates occur. 

The only other series which falls in the 9th cycle is that of the 
Leyden Plate, also of nephrite. This has the initial series 8-14-3-1-12. 
I? PYaxkin, — which series in fact leads to i Eb o Yaxkin, a date 
nearly 161 years later than that of the Tuxtla statuette. Moreover, on 
comparison with each other the glyphs of the Leyden Plate and the 
Tuxtla statuette manifest certain similarities, not to be accounted for 
solely on the grounds of the likeness of the material upon which they 
were incised, but due in part, I would suggest, to their relatively greater 
antiquity. Which hypothesis is supported by : 

1. The actual place of the Initial Series of these two specimens in 
the ancient chronological calendar. 

2. The general crude appearance of the cutting in both specimens, 
due in part no doubt to the texture of the material, but also due to the 
greater antiquity of both, the Tuxtla statuette antedating the beginning of 
the loth cycle by 280 years, the Leyden Plate by 120. Moreover, a 
hundred years had already passed in the loth cycle before the dates be- 
come frequent, making the Tuxtla statuette 380 years, and the Leyden 
Plate 220 years older than the florescence of the Maya culture, if that 
florescence is to be judged by the period in which the greatest number of 
dates fall. This would give the Leyden Plate a position midway between 
the Tuxtla statuette and the beautifully executed stelae of Copan and 
Quirigua, etc., a position it would seem to occupy very naturally from a 
study of the glyphs themselves. While the face for the uinal period in the 
Leyden Plate shows the characteristic backward curling fang of the later 
uinal glyphs, and the general appearance of the other period glyphs are 
in general accord with the corresponding period glyphs of the Copan and 
Quirigua stelae, the character of the drawing of the Leyden Plate more 
closely resembles that of the Tuxtla statuette with its crude lines, than the 
superior work of the above-mentioned stelae. 

3. The general similarity of the trifoil superfix of the introducing 
glyphs (Goodman's Great Cycle glyph) of the Initial Series on both 
objects. 

Trifoil of Tuxtla Trifoil of Leyden Plate 

Series Series 
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4. The general similarity of the kin sign (of which there are three 
in the Tuxtla statuette and two in the Leyden Plate) which in both seems 
to have the * * point ' ' element rather exaggerated. 

5. The ear ornament of the kin-period face of the Leyden Plate 
closely resembles the ear ornament of the face of the second glyph from 
the top of the second column on the back of the statuette. 



agj> 



Ear Ornament Ear Ornament 

Tuxtla Statuette Leyden Plate 

The above points would seem to indicate a certain amount of sim- 
ilarity between the two specimens. 

Coming now to the Tuxtla statuette we find two columns of glyphs 
on the front, two on the back, and two on each side, numbering some 
fifty-two or fifty-three in all. Disregarding those on the sides and back 
for the present, we will confine our attention to the Initial Series, which 
is on the front. Unfortunately the front is the part most defaced, though 
the form of the introducing glyph can be made out clearly. The numerals 
have no period glyphs, but are simply bars and dots arranged in a vertical 
column. The left dot of the 8 of the cycle numeral seems a little doubt- 
ful, and is certainly unsymmetrically placed with reference to a vertical 
axis drawn through the horizontal bar, 5 units of the 8. The 6 of the 
katun numeral is rather questionable ; the bar is clear, but in addition to 
one centrally placed dot above it, there are two others apparently, which 
may however be due to imperfections in the stone. The 2 of the tun is 
rendered similarly doubtful by two other dots, one above and one below 
it, which again may be simply an imperfection in the stone. The 4 
uinals, the 1 7 kins, and the 8 of the day numeral are all clear. The day name 
is almost all effaced except its superfix. The best reading of this Initial 
Series would seem to give 8-6-2-4-17 8? Such a series would, in fact, 
counting forward from the normal date 4 Ahau 8 Cumhu, reach 8 Caban 
o Kankin. 

The most that can be said concerning a confirmation of this date 
from the evidence of the glyphs themselves is : 

1. The day numeral is correctly given as 8. 

2. The day glyph is effaced and may well be Caban, though it 
hardly looks like it. However the glyph which must be the day Eb in 
the Leyden Plate Initial Series can not be recognized as such, and it 
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may well be that both the Caban and the Kankin appear here in an 
archaic form. 

3. There is no month glyph numeral in the column to the left, and 
there would not be as the month numeral is o. 

Against these may be advanced : 

1. The zero of the month sign does not appear, so far as we know, 
in the column of glyphs to the left. 

2. If the face to the left of the 8 is Kankin, it is an unknown form of 
that glyph. 

3. The practically uniform custom in reading Maya glyphs is to 
proceed from the left to the right and not vice versa. 

Nevertheless it seems to me that, inasmuch as the numeral 8 does 
not occur in the vertical column of the period glyphs, but to the side 
and against a glyph, unrecognizable though that glyph may now be, and 
since the day numeral to which the series as now given would lead, is 8, 
the burden of proof rests with those who would not see in this an Initial 
Series, always providing that the numerals as identified above are the 
ones that were originally incised on the statuette. 

Of the other glyphs there are but few that it seems possible to identify 
with any degree of certainty \ there are a few ' kins, ' a sign that looks like 
a Kan perhaps, and the numerals 4 and 7. The following signs occur 
more than once : 

01' =^ 

= 5 

= 3 probably a variant of the preceding 
^»|- j = 2 perhaps two Imix signs placed top to top 



[o>^| =3 



uf^ii = 2 probably a variant of the preceding 




and 5 or 6 other different faces. 
The others are, so far as I know, unrecognizable, but it seems rather 
significant that about half the glyphs occur more than once. 
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Finally, the question arises, that if this statuette may be safely re- 
garded as having been 'found in situ in the region of San Andres Tuxtla, 
and if the Initial Series is correct as rendered above, may not this be the 
region to look for the earlier forms, at least, of the Maya glyphs, if not 
for their actual beginnings ? Unfortunately the exact locus of the Leyden 
Plate is unknown, but from the foregoing I would suggest that it marked a 
transition from the Tuxtla statuette on the one side to the more complex 
forms of Copan on the other, and points to the fact that there was a con- 
tinuous development, on the chronological side at least, from the statuette 
under discussion to the florescence of the Maya Culture as represented in 
the monuments of Palenque, Copan, Quirigua, and elsewhere. 

The specimen has been examined also by Professor Marshall 
H. Saville, who is probably more intimately acquainted with ancient 
Mexican art than any other American student, and he does not hesi- 
tate to pronounce it genuine and of exceptional interest. The 
same view is taken by Dr Charles Peabody and by Professor E. L. 
Hewett. 

The material of the specimen as determined by Dr Wirt Tassin, 
mineralogist of the National Museum, is a variety of nephrite or 
jade. It is pale grayish-green in color, somewhat mottled, and 
quite opaque. The stone is flawed in places, as if exposed at some 
time to a considerable degree of heat. 

It appears that the figure in its conception and execution is well 
within the range of ancient Mexican achievement, and it presents no 
features suggesting foreign or non -aboriginal influence. The general 
shape has been laboriously worked out from a block of irregular, 
conical outline, the unevenness of the surface not having been fully 
removed, especially on the front and back. The under surface, 
which is somewhat irregular, shows the characteristic markings 
produced by primitive methods of sawing hard stone. The original 
under surface of the mass was probably uneven, so that portions 
had to be cut away to provide a suitable base for the figure. The 
sawing extended only partly through the stone, the remainder 
having been broken and afterward partially smoothed down. 

The glyphs in all cases were added after the shaping of the various 
features of the image was complete and after the surface had been 
polished. The lines representing the various features of man and 
bird are mostly broad and shallow, and have been rubbed down until 
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even and smooth. The glyph lines are narrow and not well pol- 
ished. They have been engraved with a pointed tool without the 
aid of mechanical device, and such parts as remain unfinished show 
the irregular scratches of the tool, possibly a bit of quartz. That 
there was great difificulty in cutting the curved lines of the polished 
surface is indicated by the imperfections of the curves as well as by 
the general squareness of the glyphs. The dot depressions were 
probably made with a round-pointed revolving drill, and are polished. 

It is noted that some parts of the surface are stained and rough- 
ened by weathering or by chemical changes, and these effects are 
apparent alike on the general surface and in the depressed lines of 
the figure and the glyphs. 

Although the specimen has to be presented without satisfactory 
determination of its origin, it is to be hoped that its publication may 
be the means of eliciting further information on this point. If its 
authenticity should be finally established, it must prove a strong in- 
centive to systematic research in a culture area as yet almost un- 
touched by scientific investigation. 

The Maya family is now resident principally in Yucatan, Chiapas, 
Tabasco, and in the regions to the south ; but one small group, the 
Huasteca, is found in northern Vera Cruz, and it does not seem 
unlikely that the entire coast line of this state was at one time or 
another occupied by this people, hence the inscribed figurine may be 
regarded as a probable relic of the former Maya occupancy of the 
region about San Andres Tuxtla. 

If, therefore, the specimen is genuine, it may be confidently 

anticipated that, when investigations extend finally into this part of 

the Tierra Caliente, other examples of kindred glyphic art will be 

brought to light, thus adding a new chapter to the interesting 

history of the Maya culture. 

Bureau of American Ethnology, 
Washington, D. C. 



